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outcomes for young children. The UK started their Sure
Start program in 1999 — a cross-departmental strategy
aimed at improving the health and well-being of families
and children before and from birth, so children are ready to
flourish when they go to school. This is an area-based
program which is designed to “support all families of
young children (under the age of four years) living in
localities selected because they have high levels of social
and economic hardship” (Statham & Eisenstadt, 2001: 39).
Sure Start has a vital role as cornerstone of the UK
Government’s drive to break the cycle of child poverty
leading to school under-achievement and limited future
opportunities. The UK government committed 452 million
pounds for the program’s first three years. Sure Start also
has a target concerning reduction in unemployment among
families with young children.
For the sake of young children in families experiencing
homelessness, our government needs to recognise the high
risk of adverse effects of this experience on children. Major
attention must be paid to the root causes of homelessness,
the associated human costs to these children, and the
social and financial costs to our society if we do not address
poverty, homelessness and domestic violence. We could
learn much from the whole-of-government targeted
approach of the UK’s Sure Start program. ■
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Consistent with the theme of this edition of Parity, the
following article highlights the number of children in the
Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP)
and the services provided to them. The data used is
published by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
(AIHW), the national body responsible for SAAP data
collection. Despite the limitations of information provided
by official statistics, the aim in the following is to explore
the national information provided by the annual collection
of statistics by SAAP agencies. 
For the purposes of this article, children will be defined as
under 18 year olds, although the emphasis will be on
children under 15 years. One of the difficulties here is that
in most jurisdictions the legal definition of a ‘child’ is a
person under 18 years whereas in the vernacular such a
description would be considered inappropriate, at least for
16 and 17 year olds. Further, many young people between
the ages of 12–15 would take umbrage at the term.
I r respect ive  of  these d i f f icu l t ies ,  the fo l lowing
concentrates on under 15 year olds, using other age
categories as points of comparison. 
An important distinction —
accompanied and non-accompanied
children (under 18 year olds) 
The official data used in the following analysis is based on
two cohorts of children: (1) children who present to SAAP
services in their own right, independent of parents or
guardians and (2) children accompanying their parents or
guardians. This article examined the data on both groups
and begins with a brief analysis of the first, numerically
smaller, group. 
The number of children in SAAP 
not accompanied by a parent or guardian
Table 1 below indicates the number and proportion of
young people who presented at a SAAP service in the last
two years without a parent or guardian. The following
trends are notable.
• In 2001–02, there were 1,800 unaccompanied children
in SAAP under 15 years, a slight increase from the
previous year.
• There were a further 9,500 between the age of 15 and
17 years, taking the total for under 18 year olds to
11,300. This was up marginally on 2000–01.
• This means that nearly 12% (11.9%) of all SAAP clients
were independent under 18 year old which is about
half the proportion of 18–24 year olds.
• Overall, there were 34,600 independent people under
the age of 25 in SAAP in 2001–02, compared with
33,200 in 2000–01.
Table 1 Independent young people in SAAP
Age group 2000–01 2001–02 
Under 15 years 1,700 1,800 
15–17 years 9,400 9,500 
18–19 years 7,600 8,000 
20–24 years 14,500 15,300 
Total under 18 years (no.) 11,100 11,300 
Under 18 as % of all clients 12.4 11.9 
Total 18–24 years 22,100 23,300 
18–24 as % of all clients 24.7 24.5 
Total all SAAP clients 89,600 95,000 
Sources: derived from AIHW 2002a, p. 16; 2001, p. 14.
Table 2 below indicates the proportion of independent
SAAP clients aged under 20 years by age group. The
figures reveal that under 15 year olds are a small minority
of SAAP clients (1.9%), with 15 to 17 year olds comprising
10% of all SAAP clients. Interestingly, the figures for all
three age groups indicate a gradual decline since 1996–97,
with 15 to 17 year olds showing the greatest decline. This
is an interesting trend, but it is difficult to judge from this
data whether it is because potential clients were turned
away, because of decreasing demand or other factors. 
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Table 2:  Young SAAP clients not accompanied by a
parent or guardian as a proportion of total, by
selected age groups, 1996–97 to 2001–02
Age 1996–97 1997–98 1998–99 1999–00 2000–01 2001–02 
Under 15 years 2.1 2.0 2.1 1.9 1.9 1.9 
15–17 years 12.8 11.7 11.5 10.7 10.4 10.0 
18–19 years 8.9 9.0 8.8 8.7 8.5 8.5
Source : derived from AIHW 2002a, p. 74; 2001, p. 67.
The number of accompanying
children and support periods 
A ‘support period’ is defined by the AIHW as the period
beginning when a client starts to receive support and/or
supported accommodation from a SAAP agency. Support
periods end when either the client or the agency
terminates the relationship or if one month has passed
since the last contact with the client. A ‘closed support
period’ refers to a support period which begins and
concludes within the year surveyed and, because services
have ceased, enables an assessment of which needs were
met and which were not (AIHW 2002a, pp. xiv, xvi, 55).
Table 3 shows that during 2001–02, there were 50,700
accompanying children. This number is distinct from the
1,800 under 15 years olds who were not with an adult (see
Table 1). The vast majority who were accompanied (45,400
or 89.5%) were aged under 12 years, consisting of 23,300
under 4 years and 22,100 children between 5 and 12 years. 
Table 3:  Accompanying children by age and sex of
child, 2001–02
Age % Number 
0–4 years 45.9 23,300 
5–12 years 43.6 22,100 
13–15 years 8.5 4,300 
16–17 years 1.9 1,000 
Total 100.0 50,700 
Sex 
Male 49.9 25,300 
Female 50.1 25,400 
Total 100.0 50,700 
Source: AIHW 2002a, p. 58.
Table 4 indicates that there were 71,400 closed support
periods to accompanied children. Notably, children under 4
years had the greatest number of support periods in
2001–02 (32,600), followed by those aged 5–12 years
(30,700). The relatively higher number of support periods
provided to children 12 and under may reflect their greater
dependence on adults.
Table 4: Accompanying child support periods in SAAP
Age 2000–01 2000–01 2001–02 2001–02
% total* total* % total total 
0–4 years 46.2 11,300 45.6 32,600 
5–12 years 43.7 10,700 43.0 30,700 
13–15 years 7.6 1,900 8.3 5,900 
16–17 years 2.5 600 3.2 2,300 
Total 100.0 24,400 100.0 71,400 
Sources: derived from AIHW, 2002, p. 58; 2001, p. 53.
*1 January–30 June 2001 only
SAAP agencies in Victoria provided the largest number of
support periods to accompanying children, accounting for
33%. This was followed by New South Wales, providing
18% of support periods, Queensland (also 18%), South
Australia (13%) and Western Australia (10%). The
Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory
provided 3% and 1% respectively (AIHW 2002, p. 53).
Services provided to
accompanying children
Table 5 provides details of the types of services provided
to accompanying children. The service types indicated
below are the ‘broad categories’ of services, as defined
by the AIHW. The following trends can be noted.
• In 2001–02, about 111,400 services were provided
to accompanying children. As might be expected,
t h e  m a j o r i t y  ( 3 2 , 3 0 0  o r  2 9 % )  w e r e  f o r
accommodation services.
• 30,300 services (or 27.2% of the total) were for
‘Basic support and other services’ which includes
meals, showers, recreation and transport services. 
• ‘General  support/advocacy’  (cover ing access
arrangements,  advice/information,  brokerage
services and advocacy), ‘School liaison/child care’
and ‘Counselling’ services (help with behavioural
problems, sexual/physical abuse counselling, skills
education and general counselling) were the next
most  prov ided serv ices ,  each account ing for
approximately one-eighth of the total services
provided.
Table 5:  Type of SAAP services provided to
accompanying children
Type of 2000–01 2000–01 2001–02 2001–02
Service %* total* %total 
Accommodation 28.0 16,100 29.0 32,300 
School liaison/
child care 11.7 6,700 11.9 13,300 
Counselling 11.3 6,500 11.4 12,700 
General support/
advocacy 13.8 7,900 12.2 13,600 
Specialist services 5.6 3,200 6.2 6,900 
Basic support and 
other services 26.6 15,300 27.2 30,300 
No services provided 
directly by agency 3.1 1,800 2.1 2,300 
Total 100.0 57,500 100.0 113,399 
Sources: derived from AIHW 2002a, p. 60; 2001, p. 54.
*1 January–30 June 2001 only
Of the 44,500 closed support periods for accompanying
children in 2001–02, 90% ‘occurred when children
accompanied their mother or a female guardian to a SAAP
agency’ (AHIW 2002a, p. 54). In contrast, 7% of support
periods were for children who were accompanying couples
and 2% with their father or male guardian. Couples with
children presenting to SAAP agencies had on average
slightly more children than any other family group (2.2
children as opposed to 2.0 children for other family groups;
AHIW 2002a, p. 54).
Unmet Need
Table 6 shows the extent of unmet demand for services
requested for accompanying children. In total, 5,300
services requested were neither provided nor referred on.
‘Counselling’ services were most likely not to be provided
in 2001–02, accounting for 1,300 unmet requests. This
was followed by ‘Basic support and other services’ and
‘ S c h o o l  l i a i s o n / c h i l d  c a r e ’  ( 1 0 0 0 ) ,  ‘ G e n e r a l
support/advocacy’ and accommodation (700), and
requests for ‘Specialist services’ (culturally sensitive
services and health/medical services: 500). P A G E  8 •  V O L U M E  1 6  •  I S S U E  6
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Table 6: SAAP services requested for accompanying
children in closed support periods that were neither
provided nor referred
Type of 2000–01 2000–01 2001–02 2001–02
Service total %* total no.* total % total no. 
Accommodation 16.0 500 12.9 700 
School liaison/child care 18.1 500 19.7 1,000 
Counselling 23.2 700 25.3 1,300 
General support/advocacy 17.4 500 13.3 700 
Specialist services 8.1 200 8.8 500 
Basic support and 
other services 17.1 500 19.9 1,000 
Total 100.0 3,000 100.0 5,300 
Sources: derived from AIHW 2002a, p. 63; 2001, p. 57.
*1 January–30 June 2001 only
Concluding Comments 
This article is a small step on the way to exploring the
impact of homelessness on children. The following general
comments are drawn from the above analysis. Firstly, the
number of  chi ldren presenting at  SAAP services
independently is worthy of further investigation. There are
some who would regard the number as excessive and
symptomatic of more general social trends, while others
might suggest, without minimising the trauma involved,
that they do not justify some of the more alarmist and
sensationalist claims in the media. 
Secondly, the data shows that homelessness does not only
affects adults. This is well known in the field but that over
50,000 children are part of their parent’s or guardians
homelessness is a dramatic indication of need for SAAP
and other related services. 
Thirdly, the number of child support periods for under 12
year olds (Table 4), and the type of services provided (Table
5) attests to the considerable needs of children. In
particular, children are in need of accommodation and
basic support services.
Finally, the needs of children in the disruption and
upheaval of homelessness merit careful attention with
commensurate data and analysis. They have been through
enormous trauma on the way to homelessness (from
domestic violence or poverty-induced homelessness) which
is undoubtedly aggravated by the experience itself. ■
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By the Department of Family
and Community Services
The February 2002 issue of Parity focused on Responding
to Family Homelessness. In that edition Amanda Vanstone,
Minister for Family and Community Services, wrote about
the Australian Governments’ perspective on this important
matter. She also outlined a new initiative, the Family
Homelessness Prevention Pilot (FHPP). This article provides
an update on the progress of the FHPP and reports on some
early findings 
The Pilot is part of the National Homelessness Strategy within
the Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS).
Both Centrelink and community agencies are funded through
the FHPP. These agencies are working together to deliver
prevention and early intervention services to families at risk
of homelessness. Centrelink social workers identify families
at risk of homelessness and ensure they are receiving the
relevant income support. Community agencies then deliver
support services to families to stabilise their housing,
economic, social and community circumstances. There are 8
FHPP services (1 in each State and Territory). Services
commenced between September and November 2002. 
Implementation
Success in dealing with homelessness requires the
integration of policy, income support payments and support
services. To achieve this for the pilot, FaCS, Centrelink,
Community Agencies and the Australian Federation of
Homelessness Organisations (AFHO) have worked together
on three initiatives. A working group, national workshops,
and program support have been established to encourage
collaboration and a strong learning culture. 
The working group provides advice on the implementation
of the major aspects of the pilot e.g. data collection and
evaluation and communication between agencies. 
National workshops were held in September 2002 and
March 2003. The workshops bought together FaCS,
Centrelink, Community agency workers and AFHO for
training and to share practice findings. The first workshop
focused on policy, legal and ethical issues, partnership
building, and roles and responsibilities. 
The second workshop dealt with intervention methods,
capacity building, diversity and participation. Two more
workshops will be held to ensure that an integrated
approach to learning and evaluation is maintained
throughout the pilot. Practical program support is another
important element of the FHPP. External consultants have
assisted FHPP agencies with mediation, community
development, integrated service delivery models and
action research. 
Early findings
Qualitative findings from the pilot have been drawn from
action research work done by FHPP services and through
discussions at the Workshops. In addition, some
quantitative data is available. 
Issues affecting families
By May 2003 FHPP services had assisted more than 200
families (700 individuals). To date data is available for
some 71 families. These families face significant
challenges in their daily lives. Many have presented to
FHPP services with multiple, complex issues. A summary of
the 10 most common issues affecting these families is
detailed in Table 1.
Family Homelessness
Prevention Pilot — Update
